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advantage that biblical scholars enjoy today, not available
predecessors, is a large knowledge of the ancient world of
which Israel was part. The work of the archaeologists and technicians
skilled in the interpretation of the data that comes to us from that
world is bringing to us information at a rate that makes it exceed
ingly difficult even for the specialist to keep up. This is affecting
in dramatic ways our knowledge of all of the pre-Christian era, but
especially of the second millennium B.C. Such names as Alalakh,
Boghazkoi, Kultepe, Mari, Nuzu, Tell El-Amarna, and Ugarit remind
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ignited hope in many
scholars. For
anticipation that Hebrew
brought
religion can be seen to be one with its religious environment. For
others it has sparked a hope of being able now to produce conclusive
evidence of the uniqueness of biblical faith. Absolute conclusions
can hardly be drawn in a field that is in such a state of flux. Some
facts, however, are emerging with increasing clarity. A glance at a
few of these should be profitable.
One of the results of the work of recent decades is a growing
respect in most quarters for the reliability of the ancient biblical
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social customs, political and religious customs, legal procedures
and concepts, the formation and character of personal names, and
ethnic movements in the period of the patriarchs. 1 The result is that
as
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single biblical historian who has not been impressed by the rapid
accumulation of data supporting the substantial historicity of patri
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pare them with relevant texts from the ancient world, encourages us
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of the literature of the ancient Near East

understanding of the relationship
of the world of thought in Israel and among her neighbors. Instead of
finding that Israel is ideologically continuous with her environment,
contemporary scholarship is finding some significant differences.
One of the most important of these is in the matter of mythology.
While New Testament scholars are fighting the battle of demythologizing the New Testament, Old Testament scholars are seeing
that there is hardly any point at which Israel diverges more com
pletely from the peoples about her. One thing that any student of
primitive societies knows is that man is by nature a myth-maker.
Yet scholars are beginning to question the very ability of Israel to
produce a myth."^ Some have been fearful that this might indicate a
lack of creative genius. 5 Others, including Artur Weiser, suggest
that perhaps the problem is a theological one, that the ground in
which myth arises is natural religion with its inability to transcend
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recurrent processes of nature, that the cradle of
myth is poly
theism with its tension between the gods and the other forces that
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destiny, and that both of these were lacking in Old
Testament religion. 6 Also typical of those using this approach is
Otto Eissfeldt, who feels that traces of myths can be found in the
Old Testament but that these were undoubtedly borrowed, that none
originated in Israel. Weiser simply says that the very presuppositions
for forming myths were "lacking in the soil of OT religion. "8
Hand in hand with the non-mythological nature of Israel's
religion is its historical character. It was once common to read that
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profitably developed in extenso if time and space permitted. Nor is
the list exhaustive. Numerous other items could be cited that would

simply

fill

limited

the

out

treatment

be

explained

in

terms

these. Even so, this
should make it evident that Israel's faith can not

larger picture suggested by

simply a variation on the religious patterns of the
ancient world. Something new and different qualitatively was present.
What was its origin and how did it occur?
Until a few decades ago it was common to explain Israel's faith
his

as

of historical evolution. The influence of Wellhausen and

contemporaries

led

the

of the

"growth metaphor" to
an evolutionary
faith, seeing
^ ^ This
process that had moved from pagan polytheism to monotheism.
direction of thought is being called in question now. The fact that
basic resemblances between the religions of Israel's neighbors
to

use

for Israel's

account

it

the result of

as

make them one, while essential differences make Israel's faith unique, forces men to seek more satisfactory answers. Yehezkel Kauf
the result not of intellectual
mann speaks of an "original intuition,
"

speculation
writes about

bility

of

of

or

mystical meditation,
in

the

course

Eichrodt that scholars
lation and

E.

distinctive Israelite mutation. He raises the

a

"something

determined

insight. 1 ^ G.

but of

covenant

early

of
must

at

Israel which

possi

predisposed and pre
19 He
suggests with

Biblical
take

Wright

history."
seriously the

Mt. Sinai. The

story of God's reve
to which he feels that

extent

in Israel is indicated in his

something unique happened
willingness
of
"a
rather
than
an evolution, a revo
radical
revolution"
speak
lution that can not be explained entirely by the empirical data. 2 0
The appearance of works like that of Wright a decade and a
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people, or did a spiritually intuiting community discern the mind of
the Spirit and give the Word to the world? There can be little question
as to which answer is maintained in the 01dTestament.lt is
possible
that there is a word to be found here relevant to the developing
dialogue with Rome. At least this writer would be very happy if
some scholars would take their
courage in their hands and explore
this question.

